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Public policies that aim to facilitate cultural activities to serve effectively as industries
are often regarded as a new phenomenon. This article argues that arts and cultural
policies in Australia have reflected and complemented Commonwealth industry policy
for most of their history. The significant change that has happened in the past twenty
years is not so much a change to cultural policy, but rather a change in the notion of
industries and their role in the national economy.
Keywords: Australian cultural policy; industry policy; trade policy
The marriage of industry and cultural activity is frequently regarded as a tenet of policy
discourse that has become significant in the past twenty years. There is good reason for this
emphasis, as during the 1990s governments positioned the arts as part of the ‘cultural indus-
tries’ or the ‘creative industries’ in a concerted way (Hesmondhalgh and Pratt 2005, Gibson
2001, p. 84). However, as Ruth Bereson has pointed out, the notion of the arts as a set of
industries was not new in the 1980s, but had been presumed by several earlier generations
of cultural policy makers (Bereson 2005, p. 56).
There has as yet been little effort to systematically trace the development of cultural
policy in relation to industry policy. On the subject of Australian cultural policy, for
instance, Gibson (2001), Radbourne (1992) and Stevenson (2000) have all identified the
increasing use of the notion of cultural industries as the motivating force behind cultural
policies, but have not specifically traced the way the two policy areas were integrated. Nor
has there been substantial interest in the relationship by scholars of industry policy.
This article traces the historical development of the relationship between industry and
cultural policies in Australia and argues, with Bereson, that it is a longer one than is frequently
suggested.
Perceptions of culture and industry in cultural policy research
Underpinning much literature on cultural policy is the often implicit theme that the assump-
tion that culture functions as a set of industries was an invention of the 1980s or beyond.
Hesmondhalgh and Pratt argue that the ‘first major attempt to address the rise of the cultural
industries in policy circles took place at the international level’ in the 1980s (Hesmondhalgh
and Pratt 2005, p. 3). There is a widespread sense of a radical shift in cultural policies in
this period, largely as a consequence of changes to communication technology that bene-
fited the production and dissemination of culture. For instance, Hesmondhalgh (2002) tests
































140  K. Johanson
era in cultural production. He finds instead that these decades represented a somewhat lesser
change: a new phase within what he termed the ‘complex professional era’ that has existed
since the mid-twentieth century, in which professional companies are the dominant produc-
ers of culture. The policy characteristics of this new phase include significant deregulation
and marketisation in international cultural policies such as broadcasting (Hesmondhalgh
2002). To highlight this shift of policy towards cultural industries inevitably raises the ques-
tion of whether or not it has been beneficial to the cultural sector and cultural interests of
the polity. This is a recurring theme in cultural policy literature (for instance, Smiers 2003,
Stanbridge 2002, Caust 2003, Jeffcutt et al. 2000, Wise 2002). As indicated below, this
tension has been an ongoing influence on the relationship between culture and industry in
cultural policy since the 1960s.
Rather than testing the hypothesis of change in Australian cultural industries and policy,
this article emphasises continuity in cultural policy but underlying change in industry
policy. In response to the prevalent assumption that industry and culture came together in
policy discourse from the 1980s onward, the article suggests that culture was presumed as
industry at the very inception of such policy, but that a brief hiatus in the relationship that
occurred in the mid-1970s creates a contradictory impression. The significant change that
occurred at this point was not so much that the arts began to be described as industries, but
rather that the very concept of industries and their role in the national economy changed
fundamentally. This change has had significant implications for Australian cultural policies.
Many of the general trends in Australian cultural and industry policy – such as the ideo-
logically driven public policy shift from state to market (Garnham 2005, p. 16), the decline
of primary and secondary industries, the rise of the knowledge industries and the centrality
of cultural industries as a ‘new star’ are similar to those of other developed nations, partic-
ularly the United Kingdom (Pratt 2005, p. 33). Similarly, many of the factors that caused
cultural policy development to shadow industry policy are not unique to Australia, particu-
larly the rise of economic rationalism in the 1980s.
But there are some factors behind both kinds of policy that are unique to Australia and
which deserve special mention: recurring themes of youth and fragility shaped the historical
development of cultural and industry policies – both culture and industry have been seen to
require public protection or support in order to defeat the adverse conditions Australia’s
isolation, small population and youthful commercial culture appeared to present. What
changed over the period examined here was the role government ascribed to public policy
in order to shore up these apparently fragile activities.
A short history of Australian industry policy: from Federation to 1973
From Federation (1900) to 1973, the dominant form of Australian industry policy was trade
protection. The apparent need for this role derived from a widespread sense that Australia
was a harsh and isolated environment in which to try to establish a strong economy. Trade
protection was philosophically tied to a number of other key public policies, such as immi-
gration control, as governments sought to protect Australian standards of living against
competition from nearby Asian countries with cheaper labour (Stanford 1992, p. 37).
Governments used tariff protection as one of the key policy instruments to protect and
promote Australian industries, and tariffs were applied almost universally to industries for
which there was overseas competition.
A consequence of the centrality of tariff protection to Australia’s economic development
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industries (Kelly 1994). In 1972, Australia had the second highest level of tariff protection
of the OECD nations, following its neighbour, New Zealand (Stanford 1992, p. 39).
For most of the twentieth century, industry policy-makers and analysts did not measure
cultural activities in the data they collected on industry activity, nor indeed the tertiary
industries sector more broadly. The main aim of trade protection was to strengthen the
manufacturing sector, which was a smaller part of the economy than Australia’s significant
mining and agriculture industries.
By the late 1960s however, the economic role of the tertiary industries had become more
apparent. In 1966, tertiary industries absorbed 62 per cent of the labour force. It is not possi-
ble to disaggregate the proportion of the labour force used by the cultural industries from
this figure as they fall under two broader categories: ‘communication’ and ‘amusements,
hotels and personal’ (Davidson 1969, p. 77). In 1969, Davidson wrote that 
Australian protective policies have sometimes been attacked as designed to fight against the
tide of development in advanced economies by keeping up or increasing the proportion of the
labour force in factories … It is certainly important to realize how great, on the evidence of
Australia as of other countries, is the scope for tertiary expansion. (1969, p. 77)
It is perhaps no coincidence that in this period of nascent interest in the tertiary sector –
the second half of the 1960s – advocates of arts policy began to lobby for positive arts poli-
cies more systematically and successfully than they had before. Their campaign insisted that
cultural activities required protection from overseas competition and from the endemic
obstacles to Australian commerce, just as other industries did.
Cultural policy to 1973
To suggest that there was a relationship between the industry policy of trade protection and
the cultural policy of encouraging national arts is not to argue that arts advocates sought
tariffs for artistic products, but rather that there was a sense of a public responsibility to
protect local activities, a responsibility that extended from primary and secondary industries
to the area of culture.
Until the mid-1960s Australia had piecemeal arrangements for arts funding, including a
grant system for literary authors and a national theatre trust funded by government and busi-
ness. In the 1960s and 1970s, Australian advocates of the arts were influenced by interna-
tional movements that put forward several arguments that the arts should be more
comprehensively supported by governments, because they constituted significant industries.
In particular, the work of American economists William Baumol and William Bowen in the
1960s assumed that the performing arts formed an industry. Baumol and Bowen (1968)
argued that while technological advances in the manufacturing sector caused labour produc-
tivity to increase and thus the cost of production to fall, in the performing arts and other
service industries labour necessarily remained constant. Consequently, a cost-revenue
squeeze endangered the performing arts, unless public or private philanthropy was provided.
In short, they argued that the live performing arts were different from manufacturing
industries due to their structural disadvantage, but their argument assumed the performing
arts to be an industry. They believed that this industry status made the performing arts
worthy of public subsidy. In the 1960s, public subsidy for faltering industries was an accept-
able industry policy in the United States as well as Australia.
Australian economists too were interested in the industry behaviour of the arts in the































142  K. Johanson
not entirely agree with the pessimism of Baumol and Bowen’s forecast, as he predicted that
the use of the mass media to disseminate the arts would mitigate the effects of the cost–
revenue squeeze (Coombs 1971, p. 38). In 1970, Coombs was invited to present a paper to
the Economic Society of Australia and New Zealand on the economics of the performing
arts. In both the invitation and the paper the arts were identified as an industry, the growing
importance of which had not been matched ‘by a comparable degree of public discussion of
the economics of such industries’ (Coombs 1970). Coombs argued that the study of the
economics of the performing arts was a legitimate undertaking because the arts were an
industry, ‘no less than the production of guns or butter’. Like other industries, they needed
to adapt to technological and social changes (Coombs 1970). Although he specifically
addressed the live performing arts, he argued that the relationship ‘between the separate
parts of the industry’ – electronic media and the live arts, ‘popular’ and ‘classic’ theatre –
were ‘genuinely symbiotic’ (Coombs 1971, p. 34).
That such a view should have come from Coombs is significant, because Coombs
provided arts funding advice to Commonwealth governments from the 1940s to the 1970s
and was the first chair of Australia’s principal arts funding body – the Australian Council
for the Arts. Such a view was also expressed by other economists influential in the devel-
opment of arts policy. In 1970, economist and advocate of public arts funding Richard
Downing pointed out that the evidence of industrial development contradicted Baumol and
Bowen’s predictions, as the productivity of the service industries had increased in Australia
from 50–60 per cent of GNP over twenty years (Downing 1970).
The 1962 Senate Committee Report into the Encouragement of Australian Productions
for Television – or the ‘Vincent Report’ as it was known after its chair, Senator Victor
Vincent – also considered the performing arts as an industry when it recommended strate-
gies to increase Australian content in television programs. Like Coombs, the Vincent
Committee saw the live performing arts and electronic media as complementary, and argued
that ‘We shall not provide much work for Australian actors, actresses, technicians, produc-
ers, directors and writers with a sports cast … It is in the field of drama … that a genuine
and exportable Australian image may be created (Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates:
Senate 1964, p. 369).
Underpinning the Vincent Committee’s recommendations was the notion that televi-
sion drama would provide employment opportunities. Consequently, the Vincent report
argued, the government had a role in supporting the production of television drama. It
noted that ‘local television programmes production is virtually unprotected in a country
where protection of local industries has been the essence of government policy since
federation’. Nobody believed, it pointed out, ‘that so many Australian-built automobiles
would be running around this country at the moment if it had not been for the protection
and the assistance of the local motor industry’. And its recommendation? Tariffs on
imported television drama programs (Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates: Senate
1964, pp. 370, 383).
In each of these cases, interest in the economic behaviour of the arts formed the basis of
sustained arguments for public funding for the performing arts. That the arts were a set of
industries was not a matter the Vincent Committee, Coombs or Downing felt the need to
debate at length, but one their arguments presumed. Each of them believed that, like other
industries, the arts would benefit from government assistance. The major institutions
responsible for cultural funding – like the Australian Council for the Arts and the Australian
Film Commission – were foreshadowed if not established in the late 1960s, with the input
of economists like Coombs and Downing. This suggests that policy implicitly assumed the
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policy focus of the 1960s to provide public support for local industry development. In the
1970s however, the direction of industry policy began to change.
Reforms to industry policy and their effect on cultural policy 1973–1983
Commonwealth governments from the 1970s onwards began to dismantle trade protection
for Australian industries (Kelly 1994; Stanford 1992; Parry 1982). This policy change
resulted from recognition that tariff protection had encouraged a number of inefficient
industries – the products of which were in many cases declining in value – and obstructed
innovation and international competitiveness. The long-held belief in trade protection was
replaced instead by the value of a smaller, less interventionist government and an ethos of
economic independence and responsiveness to, rather than protection from, international
markets (Kelly 1994).
The two governments most closely identified with this reform were the Labor govern-
ments of E.G. Whitlam (1972–75) and R.G. Hawke (1983–91). Whitlam unilaterally
reduced tariffs to 25 per cent in 1973 and reconstituted the Tariff Board as the Industries
Assistance Commission (IAC), giving it a great deal more power. This change itself mani-
fested the new policy focus. The government rejected the Tariff Board’s focus on tariffs,
preferring an organisation that was driven by the principle ‘that favours claimed from
Government and through the Government from the Australian public should be publicly
examined, and favours granted by the Government should be publicly justified’ (Robinson
1985). The Hawke Labor government, elected in 1983, continued reforming industry policy,
a process discussed later in this article. In the meantime, however, it is worth noting the
effect of the threat of the dismantlement of trade protection on arts policies and the initial
reaction of arts lobbyists to it. This reaction constitutes the hiatus in the relationship
between cultural and industry policy that was referred to in the introduction to this article.
For the cultural sector, which had only recently received assurances of public subsidy
through the creation of funding bodies, the first shock of the new policy focus came in the
form of a series of inquiries into subsidies for the arts by the newly created IAC. Between
1975 and 1979, the IAC investigated and presented four reports on three ‘industries’ within
the cultural sector: the performing arts (1976), music recording (1978) and publishing
(1979). As a result of its performing arts inquiry, the IAC concluded that the form of assis-
tance that was then dominant – grants to performing arts companies to stage productions –
was an inefficient means of stimulating the performing arts and it argued that such assistance
should be withdrawn. It made similar recommendations about the publishing industry and
the music industry. Instead, it argued that funding would be better used to strengthen the
distribution of cultural experiences to Australia’s thinly dispersed population (through, for
instance, televised performing arts performances) and to encourage growth in demand.
Despite the IAC’s efforts to redirect funding, public funding for the arts, which was really
no more than a decade old, now appeared to arts lobbyists to be under threat.
The IAC’s recommendations on arts funding reflect the major influence of its broader
policy philosophy. Its insistence that the form of public financial assistance to the arts
should be flexible, responsive to consumer needs rather than producer needs and to social
and technological change all reflected its approach to industry assistance generally, which
in turn reflected the emerging industry policy of the government.
Another philosophical conviction that the IAC brought to its arts investigations, which
now seems progressive, was a belief that different forms of public policy should be inte-
grated and consistent: industry policy, economic objectives, and social and cultural policies
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their relevant communities. Richard Boyer, who was involved in the inquiries into perform-
ing arts, music recording and the publishing industry, argued that if governments were to
support the arts, the thrust of assistance should be re-oriented from direct ‘industry’ assis-
tance to policies in ‘pursuit of community-wide benefits’ (Boyer 1985).
It was at this point that cultural policy makers really began to distinguish the arts from
industry: the hiatus described in the introduction. In a letter to the IAC Commissioners, the
chair of the Australian Council for the Arts, Peter Karmel (1976), argued for a difference
between industry and the arts, stating that the arts were 
in a different category … to primary and secondary industry. In these cases benefits may be
measured reasonably accurately in money terms; in particular profit is some measure of the
efficiency of a firm. In the arts, the costs can be measured readily enough but … many of the
benefits are of an unquantifiable nature.
Karmel was just one of numerous critics of the IAC’s intervention into cultural policy.
The ‘chorus of protest’ that greeted the reports from their respective arts communities,
David Throsby noted, ‘derived at least as much from a sense of public outrage that the IAC
should have meddled in this area, as from disquiet about the recommendations’ (Throsby
1982, p. 242).
It is tempting now to see this outcry as a quaint form of elitism. But to a certain extent
the campaign to distinguish the arts from industry was politically driven: an attempt to save
public assistance to the arts at a time when public assistance to industries appeared to dimin-
ish. Many manufacturing companies and the Australian Council of Trade Unions were also
protesting the IAC’s policy of dismantling protection to local industries. If, in the 1970s, the
companies that were producing car parts could have argued that theirs was not an industry,
they probably would have done so.
Ironically, arts interests and industry interests were brought together by their mutual
antipathy to IAC recommendations, just as the arts advocates were trying to distinguish
their interests from those of other industries. The Australian Council of Trade Unions
(ACTU) contemplated taking protest action against the IAC’s performing arts report, which
it saw as ‘another example of the increasing unreality of the IAC’ (R.J. Hawke, quoted in
Adelaide Advertiser, 12 October 1976, p. 8). Malcolm Fraser’s conservative Coalition
Government (elected in 1976) happened to agree, and by 1979 all recommendations of all
reports were rejected. The government’s apparent retreat from reform was short-lived, but
it gave arts lobbyists sufficient time to develop a strategic approach to the new industry
policy environment.
Industry and cultural policy 1983–1996
The Hawke Labor Government elected in 1983 reduced the average rate of effective indus-
try protection from 25 to 15 per cent (Stanford 1992, p. 49). At the end of this government’s
term of office, Stanford reflected that: ‘The changes in industry policy which have occurred
since the present government came into power in 1983 amount to nothing less than a revo-
lution’ (1992, p. 49).
The ‘revolution’ was the liberalisation and encouragement of trade, or the ‘guided
market’ approach (Conloy and Wanna 2004, p. 53). Industry policy began to adopt targetted
strategies designed to make certain Australian industries more competitive with their
foreign competitors. The two main measures it used to do so were the stimulation of
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industries considered to be the lucrative industries of the future, and therefore to be worthy
of development (Stanford 1992, p. 40). Most of these sunrise industries were technological
and service industries, particularly relating to tourism and education.
Arts advocates were able to argue that the arts and, increasingly, more broadly defined
cultural activities, were worthy recipients of public funding that was steered by an emphasis
on R&D and ‘sunrise industries’. Under the Hawke government, Donald Horne was
appointed as chair of the Australia Council (formerly the Australian Council for the Arts).
Horne did a great deal to bring cultural policy discourse in line with the government’s indus-
try policy approach. He argued that the arts had a valuable role to play in R&D for the
‘entertainment industry … and, for that matter, the whole information industry’ (Horne
1985, p. 7). He also argued that the arts and culture were growth industries and recom-
mended that, for instance, the economically depressed state of Tasmania might encourage
the labour-intensive arts industry in order to increase employment. It may well be that, by
publicly and consistently putting these arguments forward, Horne secured government
commitment to organisations like the Australia Council during a sustained period of ambiv-
alence about and attention to large-scale public funding.
It was in this context of a policy movement towards stimulating the sunrise industries
that cultural policy makers really began to regularly use the term ‘arts industries’ and then
‘cultural industries’. There was much evidence in the 1980s and 1990s to support the view
that cultural industries were sunrise industries, as Australians were receiving widespread
and repeated acclaim for cultural achievements. For instance, during the 1980s, television
soap operas like Neighbours and Australian films like Mad Max and Gallipoli achieved
unprecedented and largely unexpected export success (Given 2003). This was by no means
a uniquely Australian phenomenon: in Britain, Stanbridge (2002) and Pratt (2005) point out,
advocacy of public funding for culture adopted economic arguments in the 1980s in
response to Thatcher Government’s shift in industry policy, with its emphasis on ‘enterprise
culture’ and post-industrial, ‘knowledge’ and ‘creative’ industries (Pratt 2005, p. 33).
The Keating Labor government (1991–96) continued to provide incentives for cultural
production and activity, despite taking a neo-liberalist approach to other areas of economic
management. The emphasis on selective assistance to industries that showed the potential
to become self-sufficient is evident in the government’s 1994 policy document, Creative
Nation, which dedicated significantly increased funds to develop the cultural content of the
media industries, the marketing strategies of arts organisations and their programs for rais-
ing private sponsorship (DCA 1994). The Keating cultural policy approach was clearly
shaped by a familiar sense that Australian culture was potentially threatened by interna-
tional trade in cultural goods and services. Information technology and ‘global mass culture
potentially threaten that which is distinctly our own’ it argued (DCA 1994, p. 5). Rather
than recommending a protectionist approach to cultural activities, the Keating government’s
policy encouraged ‘being open to the world’ by capitalising on the contribution cultural
content could make to the growing information industries: ‘as opportunities are created by
developments in communications technologies, content will be the defining element’, and
this was the industry role of culture (DCA 1994, p. 41).
Industry and cultural policy in the twenty-first century
Internationally, the decade between 1996 and 2007 was characterised by the further scaling
back of tariffs and the creation of trade blocs rather than unilateral trade. Meanwhile,
convergence between industry policy and cultural policy appeared more appropriate than
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they relied increasingly on electronic communication. Garnham, writing about the shift in
British policy from the term cultural industries to creative industries, notes that what under-
pinned the notion of creative industries was the belief that these are ‘the key new growth
sector of the economy, both nationally and globally, and thus, against a background of
manufacturing sector decline, they are the source of future employment growth and export
earnings’ (2005, p. 25).
However, in this context UNESCO pointed out while culture had moved ‘to the fore-
front’ of international economic activity, it was also causing alarm as the emphasis on trade
potentially conflicted with the nationalist aims of cultural policy: ‘no other industry has
generated so much debate on the political, economic and institutional limits of the regional
and global integration processes or their legitimacy’ (UNESCO 2000, p. 10).
The formulation of international trade law and the creation of trade blocs are designed
to regulate national industry policies according to international or transnational agreement.
This has put pressure on the capacity of many national cultural policies to achieve nation-
alist aims. The 2004 Free Trade Agreement between Australia and the United States had this
effect on the cultural policies of Australia’s conservative Howard government (1996–2007),
particularly in relation to television content. The Howard government announced its
commitment to ‘Australian voices and stories on audiovisual and broadcasting services,
now and in the future’ (Zion and Colebatch 2004), but prior to the finalisation of the FTA,
van Acker warned that: 
Australia needs to be mindful that America has the greater power in any negotiations. There
are concerns that a starry-eyed Australia will accept a less than equal deal, believing it is play-
ing in the big league only to find out that the lion share of benefits flows to the US. What makes
this scenario particularly worrying for Australia is that the US already has fairly open access
to its markets. As a result Australia may have to give up more broadly felt and sensitive protec-
tions such as the pharmaceutical benefits scheme and local television, radio and new media
content regulations. (van Acker 2004, p. 152)
The Australia/US Free Trade Agreement maintained local content quotas for free-to-air
television, but not in new media formats, including cable TV, satellite and internet broad-
casts: the sunrise industries of the twenty-first century. This has led many, with both cultural
and industry concerns, to forecast the demise of the production industries.
Conclusion
While the rhetoric of cultural industries became dominant in cultural policy since the 1980s,
the relationship between industries policy and cultural policy is much older. The concept of
cultural industries was applied to the ‘pre-technology’ arts in the 1960s and 1970s as much
as it is today applied to media-based cultural activities. To the extent that the emphasis of
cultural policy has changed over the past fifty years, it has shadowed the path of broader
industry policy.
If this identification of cultural activity with industry was obscured for a short period in
the 1970s, it was because it became less attractive to identify the arts with industry as a
result of a sudden turn in the path that this industry policy was taking. As Craik, McAllister
and Davis have pointed out, ‘the direction of [cultural] policy … is influenced by trends in
other policy sectors’ (Craik et al. 2003, p. 30). In the 1970s, this influence caused a short-
lived reaction against what is now known as the cultural industries approach.
An historical analysis of the development of cultural policy sheds light on the influence
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contemporary culture’ on the grounds that such analysis can ‘help to undermine casual
assumptions about the present, and near future [and] … help us understand how things came
to be the way they are’ (2002, p. 265). This article is such an historical analysis. It is a
reminder that the very concept of industry and its status in public policy can shift signifi-
cantly, as indeed it has over the past fifty years, and that this has significant implications for
cultural policy.
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